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Frame
At night, the painter saw lights from the street reflected on the brass casing and thought
"How beautiful," forgetting a dream about a man and a gun, the weak feeling in his legs.
He forgot the object on his dresser was a bullet in a bottle. His sister lent him the bottle;
it smelled of apricot. It was beautiful, simple. It was simple, innocent, shopping for a
shower curtain to replace the one his sister called dirty. He told himself be was better off
than the boy.
The boy had been shot a county away, in the right side. The painter heard as
much and saw as much between flitting green bodies exchanging scalpels and clamps. He
watched the boy's face tum red then white, as sweat or tears ran down his cheeks. "Jesus.
Oh god. Jesus," went the boy. Then a curtain was pulled around the painter. He shut his
eyes as the bullet from his back was removed.
"May I see it?" asked the old man, leaning over the counter and peering into the display
case, his thick fingers smudging the glass. Richard set aside his book on life drawingthe class bad been cancelled for several weeks. He found the right key in a ring of many,
and awkwardly fit it into the lock. He sighed; he bad felt ill since lunch.
"To be young and swift." The old man smiled, releasing a gust of cigar-tinged
air. He was short, stout, with gray hair carelessly tossed on his crown. His gumball-white
eyebrows curled at the ends, like the lapel on his trencbcoat. He eyed Richard through
rounded lenses.
"A student, are you?" be asked, smiling and breathing heavily.
Richard wiped his forehead with his hand and slid open the display case. "A
junior."
"A history major?"
"No. The place is my mom's. She loves antiques."
"And you are?"
"A cinema major."
"Excellent." His face continued to lighten as he spoke. Richard handed him the
small camera, an eight millimeter Crown Royal. "I myself am a professor of cinema,
emeritus."
The boy appeared at the hospital entrance, a ball of bloody and tom polyester. No ID. No
wallet. No distinguishing marks, except for the tattoo on his ankle. A man with a catheter
saw a black van driving too fast for the parking lot. The painter learned this from the
nurse. The boy-when he had been stabilized, when the nose and earrings had been removed, when be had slipped into a thin gown and between cool, clean sheets-said nothing. He asked to see the bullet plucked from his flesh, and the nurse presented him with a
small piece of metal in a plastic bottle.
'1 wanted glass," said the boy.
The painter read a book his sister bad purchased in the gift shop, It Only Hurts
When I Laugh. The book contained works of art with humorous captions attached. He
placed the book to his side and pressed his PCA, allowing morphine to swell his veins.
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"I wanted glass," the boy said again. "Don't you think glass would be better?"
He held the bottle out to the painter. "Want to see it?"
"Not really." The painter settled back into his bed and shut his eyes.
"Don't you think it's strange-you and me getting shot on the same day? That
connects us, doesn't it?"
"Not really."
"Sure it does." The boy shook the bottle.
The painter opened one eye. "Don't, please."
"We have something in common."
The painter doubted him. What does the boy know about shower curtains? The
painter went to the store for a shower curtain and was shot. That was all. Someone wanted
the payroll, and he was shot.
"I didn't expect to end up here." The boy said his name was Roger, that it was
his grandfather's name, that he hated it. He turned on his back and lifted the bottle to the
light. "And it all revolves around this bullet. Comic book stores got us going. We were
bored out of our skulls, nothing to do. They got all the expensive stuff in glass cases on
the back wall. Like an autographed death of Superman."
The professor wandered through the shop, filled mostly with old books and odd bric-abrac, like a metal ashtray made to resemble clogs, and a Hindenburg girder fashioned into
a barstool. He looked through the camera's viewfinder and muttered to himself, as he
passed a Daisy rifle and painted saw. "Is that a Vargas?" he asked of one of the prints
hanging on the wall. Richard left the register and followed at a distance. He let his hands
sink into the pockets of his jeans. His mother would not come in until five, and he was
feeling nauseous and chilled. "Is there anything else you're looking for?" He tried to
sound helpful, not anxious.
"What's this?" the professor set down the camera and picked up one of two
cardboard binders with gilded covers. "Some sort of album?"
"A photo album." Richard retrieved the camera. "Is there anything you want?"
"I have a collection of these, tracing the family from the nineteenth century to
the present, carefully organized and captioned. Photos of the children, the children's
children." He let out another gust of tobacco air, and coughed heavily, louder than the
wheezing laugh that accompanied his smile. "Fills a whole shelf in the den. Forty-some
years of marriage on film."
Richard watched the man tilt his lenses to read the manufacturer's mark on the
back. He watched the old man shift his weight from his left to his right leg, breath heavily
and attempt to maintain a smile. "The actor James Stewart once called film 'pieces of
time,' frozen slices of history. If only life were like that, still as a picture when you
wanted it to be." Beads of sweat ringed the professor's gray hair, and Richard wondered
why sweat was always described as resembling beads. Rosary beads? Sweat was more
than the product of labor and a sign of anxiety; it could be the mark of suffering. Richard
suffered this afternoon; the tuna fish sandwich he had consumed performed somersaults
in his stomach.
"Is your mother an academician?"
"No." His mother was involved with the university. She was a poet. She inher-
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ited the store from her uncle, who bad been a professor of classics. But she was not. She
spent her days antiquing, searching out old books, and writing things people never read.
"My uncle was a professor of classics," he added.
"I see," the professor said. "A fine discipline. My wife can't read Greek, but
she's full of pity and fear. It's a tragedy."
Richard tapped the top of a jelly jar.
"Cinema's going the way of epic poetry. With TV and the Internet and all."
"I don't know."
"Of course. You are a student of cinema. You have to find some value in it. But
I owe it nothing." He placed down the binder. "May I have the camera back?"
"Do you want to buy it?"
"I think so." He coughed again and motioned Richard to hand over the camera.
"It has a case," Richard said. "That will be ... " But the professor bid him silent with a
second wave of his hand and took the camera. 'Tm not finished."
"Jude's been drinking, and Benny's smoking up, so I'm the only one with it when we
sneak in the back way. I got the hammer and the black gloves." He stretched his hands to
show the size of the lock. The painter watched Roger talk, watched the bandage on the
boy's chest rise and fall with each word.
A sometime portrait painter, he found the boy's features common. A few scraggly hairs on the lower lip constituted a beard . He fared better with the sideburns, shaved
close to the skin like his hair. He had a long, straight nose squared at the tip, high cheeks,
and a weak chin that could be hidden by a better beard. The boy's skin was pale, but his
temples were acne-scarred and flushed red. The painter knew the boy's silly story was not
boasting. By the size of the boy's pupils, the moisture on the forehead and around the
eyes, the way the ends of the lips curled with each word, the painter saw fear, perhaps
shock. He said nothing. He pressed his PCA, but had exceeded his limit.
The day he was shot, the painter had worked on a portrait of a retired colleague,
face puffed with pride. The painter saw something different, a glint of ambiguity in a gray
eye. He focused on it, centered it, until the whole fleshy mass was anchored by eyes
tinted with uncertainty. He covered his work and complained about his classes, the evils
of the general education requirement. "General education." The painter would have sneered
if the gesture fit bis character, but he said everything smoothly. The colleague commiserated, but what did it matter, he was retired. His problems were not the painter's problems.
The boy's problems were not the painter's problems.
The boy continued to talk. "While I'm working on the case with the expensive
stuff, Jude and Benny are dumping boxes of comics into garbage bags, pouring them in."
He talked about his delight in smashing glass. While he spoke, he clicked his teeth and
forced a smile. They kept him on lower levels, feared making him an addict. The boy
struggled just to speak. "Everything's going according to plan, and I start wondering why
we brought guns."
"The cards, please." The cards were fifty rectangular photographs of screen stars, the
second of a set of two produced by the Kromo Gravure PhotoCo. of Detroit, Michigan.
Richard 's mother had carefully arranged the cards within the display case, placing the
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cardboard slip that once held them beside the stack, an ear-scratching, gun-toting Will
Rogers carefully positioned on top. Charlie Chaplin, Lillian Gish, Douglas Fairbanks,
and Fatty Arbuckle formed a half moon in front of the stack. "Of course, you know all
about Roscoe. Tried to seduce a girl with a bottle of liquor; she died in the hospital from
internal bleeding. They put her face on champagne bottles."
"I didn't know."
He shuffled through the cards and tilted his glasses to get a better look at the
faded images. The pictures were black and white, but a previous owner had used paint to
add a dash of color, so that Gish's lips were red and Wallace Reid's face the color of a
tangerine. The professor smiled to himself, but Richard saw it was the smile of regret.
"Time forgot most of them . Montague Love. Lila Lee. Ford Sterling. Who knew their
faces graced the silver screen? Their films are probably rotting away in some studio
vault, or burnt up years ago." A smile and a wheeze. "Fatty and his girl live on."
"BANG, I'm on the floor of the van, spilling blood everywhere. Jude just knocked the
gun against his knee, and BANG. They panic, kick the stuff out of the back of the van,
drop me here. And that's why I have this." He shook the bottle at the painter. ''To remind
me of their betrayal. To rem.ind me to track those chickenshits down and see how they
like a bullet in the back. Because betrayal, it's worse than getting shot. You know what I
mean. It sucks."
The painter pressed his PCA and, with a soft, silly smile, watched the redfaced, ridiculous boy fade to black.
When he awoke, a curtain masked the boy's bed. Roger was gone. The nurse
later told the painter that the boy's father had claimed him, that Roger and his friends had
stolen the father's guns and gone deer hunting. The painter thought the tale dull, but
remembered the bullet. When he was discharged, walking with a cane but walking, he
asked for his bullet. He put the bullet in a glass bottle and placed the bottle on his dresser.
When he looked at the bottle, he thought of the man with the gun but saw the face of the
boy-story still spinning, lips twisting on lies. His art suffered. He did not sleep.
"Now, what I came for," he said, holding camera and cards tight against his chest, "was
the furniture."
"We don't have much," Richard replied. "Just some homemade rockers on the
second floor."
"I was thinking more of bedroom furnishings ."
"Dressers?"
"More like a bed frame."
"What do you mean?" His stomach rumbled, and he brushed the hair from his
forehead. "We don't have bed frames."
"An old Victorian thing? I know you do. My wife sold it to you. It's been in the
family for generations."
"When was this?"
"Tuesday. Yes, I believe it was Tuesday. I had to go uphill that day. And when I
returned, it was gone. All that remained was a mattress."
Richard thought the professor's wife must have been some kind of woman to
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move the frame by herself. His mother had worked Tuesday, but he could not remember
her mentioning any such purchase. "Are you sure she sold it to us?"
"She had to sell it to you. What other places are there? She sold you things in
the past. I know. She thinks herself a dealmaker, a master in that art. She's always selling
our things, small things usually, but always selling them for what she feels is a profit. It's
an addiction with her. She can't help it."
"But here?"
"I know. I know it was here. You see, that day two other things went missing."
He thrust the two objects he was holding in Richard's face. "My camera and these cards.
She sold my things. My things."
Richard did not ask why. Like the professor, he was perspiring heavily. His
ankles weighed him down. He wanted to close the deal before his mother arrived. The
professor trembled, nearly hid the two objects within his coat. "She can' t help it," he said.
"It's an addiction, a disease. I've cut her off, you see. Removed her name from the account. Hid the key to the cabinet. She can't be trusted. She's spent so much. She gets
money any way she can. And your mother always buys."
He looked sad behind his glasses and sweated heavily. His lips trembled, and
his fingers stiffened around the cards and camera. He looked like a child who had said too
much and awaited a punishment greater than embarrassment. Richard glanced at the
register. "I can check the backroom."
The old man wiped his head with a handkerchief. He threw two 20 dollar bills
on the display case and left the store. Richard picked up the bills and placed them in the
register. He helped himself to a peppermint. Richard thought of the book he left by the
register. He checked the backroom, but the frame was not there.

-Paul Durica '00
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